New Historical Criticism
-New Historicist critics believe that:
· Its main focus is to look at things outside of the work, instead of reading the text as a thing apart from the author.
· Cultural values can be identified by looking at art, music, literature, fashions, religion, politics, and other aspects of society.
· As we understand what people value and who has the power, we are able to determine the meaning of the text.
· The text is a product of social causes and a producer of social effects.
· Example: Fitzgerald wrote during the jazz age when women were expressing themselves more freely than they had in previous times; his book The Great Gatsby includes women who dress as flappers, smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, etc. The society valued freedom of expression; therefore, the women were able to gain more power than they had previously.
Read the following poem once without knowing the cultural or historical context.
		America 



	

		 
	Although she feeds me bread of bitterness,
And sinks into my throat her tiger's tooth,
Stealing my breath of life, I will confess
I love this cultured hell that tests my youth!
Her vigor flows like tides into my blood,
Giving me strength erect against her hate.
Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood.
Yet as a rebel fronts a king in state,
I stand within her walls with not a shred
Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer.
Darkly I gaze into the days ahead,
And see her might and granite wonders there,
Beneath the touch of Time's unerring hand,
Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand. 

                            -Claude McKay

Now read through some of these facts about the historical time period.

· The Harlem Renaissance was an African American movement during the 1920’s and 1930’s.
· During this period African Americans were trying to make a name for themselves in America. Slavery had now been abolished, but now that African Americans were free they had no solid identity. 
· African Americans began expressing themselves through different forms of art. This included music, art, poetry, dance, drama, and literature.
· They rejected white beliefs in paternalism and racism, and instead celebrated black dignity and creativity. 
· Cars and other technological advances were being developed in America in the 1920’s causing a huge economic boom.
· Things like mass production, technological advances, and road construction all supplied opportunities to American people who could not afford them before. 

Read the poem again above. How do you see it differently now that you know what was going on historically at the time? Let’s go through the following questions together. 

1.) After looking at the history of the time that Claude McKay wrote this poem, how did this time period directly affect the writing of his poem (how is history embedded within the poem)?






2.) What types of values does Claude McKay have that can be seen in the poem? Refer to specific lines of the poem.






3.) Who has the “power” in this text? What does McKay say that makes you think this?






4.) Looking at McKay’s values and who he believes to be in power, what is his message?






5.) If New Historicists believe that texts are supposed to be “producers of social effects,” what kind of “effect” does McKay want to have on America and his reader?


	
	



	



